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During a 24-hour strike Sept. 30, protesters overran police outside the Palacio de Gobierno,
managing to enter the palace where they broke furniture and windows before they were repelled
with tear gas. After one of the most violent demonstrations in Peru in years, highlighted by
simmering citizen anger against the government, analysts said the country could be in for
continuing social unrest.
The "democratic resistance march," organized by the Confederacion General de Trabajadores
de Peru (CGTP) and the Foro Democratico (FD) to demonstrate opposition to re-election and to
defend the state of law, brought out thousands of protesters who filled the plazas in front of the
Palacio de Gobierno and Congress. Armed with clubs and rocks, they broke through a police cordon
and about 60 of them gained access to the government offices. Soldiers fired shots into the air and
police lobbed tear gas to disperse the crowd. Some protesters burned a black coffin to symbolize the
"death of democracy" in Peru.
The disturbances, which included clashes with police outside Congress and the looting of several
downtown shops, resulted in at least a dozen injuries and about 35 arrests, authorities and witnesses
said. Students and union members also marched in major provincial cities including Cuzco, Trujillo,
Arequipa, Ica, and Puno. University students joined the march in Lima to protest the erosion of
Peru's democratic institutions. They charged that Fujimori has trampled Peru's Constitution and
laws to run in 2000 for a third consecutive term.
Teachers joined the protest, suspending classes in 51,000 schools around the country. They are
demanding better salaries. Most teachers earn about US$166 month, while the cost of the basic
food basket is US$500. The protests "demonstrate popular discontent and the government better
read correctly what has happened," said CGTP secretary Juan Jose Gorriti. "It is not vandalism but
popular discontent."

Breach in security questioned
Political analysts and local media commentators questioned how the security forces, which
usually keep a tight control on protests in Lima, allowed the march to become so violent. Several
commentators suspected the government had provoked the violence to discredit protesters. "They
let them in," was the headline on Peru's top political weekly Caretas.
The magazine argued the government deliberately allowed marchers to break open the Palacio
gates to provoke the disturbances and justify cracking down heavily on future protests. "The
government has permitted these incidents to happen," said sociologist Juan Osio. "It would not
surprise me if they provoked them to justify criticizing the march and avoiding new protests in
the future." Following the violent protests, the Consejo Supremo de Justicia Militar (CSJM) said it
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was investigating the head of the military in Lima, Gen. Fernando Gamero, because of the lack of
security at the Palacio de Gobierno the day of the demonstrations.
However, appearing before Congress on Oct. 7, Interior Minister Jose Villanueva accepted
responsibility. Villanueva told a congressional committee that he had made the decision not to
respond with massive police actions that would have risked greater problems and more bloodshed.
Popular discontent grows Peruvians have grown increasingly frustrated in recent years as the muchtouted free-market economy has failed to raise wages and most of the work force do not have a
steady job. "The protest came because Fujimori's government has made its citizens suffer for eight
years," said Mirko Lauer, a columnist at the opposition newspaper La Republica. "Now people
cannot take any more. The workers are tired."
Fujimori's rigid application of neoliberal economic policies, while taming inflation, has increased
unemployment, stagnated wages for those who have jobs, and eroded most worker rights. The
CGTP said the Fujimori administration's policies have erased all gains that labor had made and
cost 1,375,000 jobs between 1990 and 1996. The labor "flexibility" pushed through Congress by
Fujimori, which was supposed to create more jobs and eliminate barriers to foreign investment,
has instead eliminated job stability and collective-bargaining agreements and depressed wages,
said Gorriti. The unions are demanding that the government stop privatizing state companies, raise
public employees' salaries, create jobs, and reverse laws that make it easier to fire workers and more
difficult to unionize.
Economist Oscar Ugarteche said the protests result from the rigidity with which the Fujimori
administration has implemented the neoliberal economic model and which has led to the state
withdrawing from economic matters. "The people are protesting this withdrawal of the state
from the economy," said Ugarteche. "We have an economy that is contracting and a state that
does not protect the most vulnerable sectors of society." Fujimori's aspirations for a third term,
despite overwhelming opposition, have increased discontent. When Congress on Aug. 27 blocked
a referendum on re-election, it set off the escalating protests. Analysts said the protests are a type
of referendum and should send a message to Fujimori, whose support has fallen to about 28%, 53.5
points less than when he was re-elected in 1995.
While economic problems are a factor, blocking the referendum decreased the president's already
waning support. A nationwide poll by Analistas y Consultores, released Oct. 5 in Lima by the daily
newspaper Expreso, indicated 69.1% of Peruvians responding oppose a re-election bid by Fujimori,
while 26.5% are in favor. In addition, 68% of respondents said if the president runs again, election
fraud is a serious possibility. Some commentators expect a wave of social protests in the months
ahead. "Although we have seen intermittent bursts of protests, these may now be more consistent as
political tensions come to the fore," John Crabtree, a Peruvian specialist at the UK- based consulting
firm Oxford Analytica, told Reuters.
Sociologist Anibal Quijano said protests are becoming more widespread in many countries in
Latin America. To understand them, he says, it is necessary to look at what is happening in the
rest of the world, where financial capital is responsible for the crisis. Quijano said the only way to
stop the protests is "to correct the economic policies and to get rid of authoritarian governments,
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like Fujimori's in Peru." [Sources: Notimex, 09/29/98; CNN, 09/30/98; Reuters, 09/30/98, 10/01/98;
Associated Press, Clarin (Argentina), United Press International, 10/01/98; El Nuevo Herald (Miami),
10/02/98, 10/03/98; Spanish news service EFE, 09/28/98, 09/30/98, 10/03/98, 10/07/98]
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